CHAP, xx.]   THE CREAM OF THE WEST,              201

began to render the Alhamra one of the strongest and
most beautiful places in existence. Though begun by
Al Hamar it was not completed for several generations,
each adding to the unrivalled beauty of the interior;
for, as usual in Arabian architecture, the outside has
no beauty, being a strong fortification of heavy red
walls.

The entrance was by a large, square, gateway-tower,
which still bears inscriptions showing that here, accord-
ing to Oriental custom, the king "sat in the gate" to
do justice. Beyond it lies a court, with a cloister
around it of horseshoe arches on palm-tree columns;
the walls are covered with a sort of enamelled plaster,
.called azulejo, with inscriptions in Arabic, some from
the Koran, some complimentary to the king. In the
middle of the court, surrounded by beds of flowers and
walks, between two rows of orange trees, was a long
marble basin, filled with running water, for the ablutions
of the inferior servants.

Beyond was the exquisite place called the Court of
the Lions. It is surrounded by a cloister of one hundred
and twenty-eight marble columns, either in threes or
twos, wonderfully slender and graceful, the pavement
blue and white, the azulejo showing a wonderful har-
mony of scarlet, azure, and gold, in semi-natural
patterns, like those on a cashmere shawl, or sentences
from the Koran, written so that each letter was an
ornament, the spaces between the arches filled with
lovely marble filagree. Two beautiful cupolas closed
the cloister, and in the centre is an alabaster cup six
feet across, supported on the backs of twelve dignified
but exceedingly conventional lions. Four centuries of
injury and neglect have not utterly destroyed the magic